
SKILLS DIMENSION OF MIGRATION: 
PERSPECTIVES FROM THE ETF PARTNER 
COUNTRIES

CONFERENCE SUMMARY 



SPOTLIGHT ON MIGRANT SKILLS

‘Over time, migration must change from a problem to be 
tackled to a well-managed resource.’ So said President 
Juncker in his State of the Union address to the European 
Parliament on 9 September 2015. At the ETF conference 
‘The skills dimension of migration,’ the emphasis was 
very much on how to create good conditions for managed 
migration resulting in a win-win-win situation, maximising 
benefits for receiving countries, for sending countries and 
for migrants themselves. 

The origins of the conference stem from 2007 when the 
ETF first started to work on the skill profiles of migrants 
in countries of origin. The ETF conducted large-scale 
migration and skills surveys in Albania, Egypt, Moldova, 
Tunisia and Ukraine. The joint World Bank and ETF 
publication (2010)  provided the first evidence of the poor 
use of migrants’ skills before, during and after migration. 
Additional surveys were conducted in Armenia, Georgia 
and Morocco, reporting similar findings (ETF 2013) . 

These surveys highlighted how migrants’ skills are 
under-utilised abroad and upon return, and indicated the 
need for specific policy measures to support migrants 
and returnees for more efficient job and skills-matching. 
These lessons learnt gave rise to an inventory of migrant 
support measures from employment and skills perspective 
(MISMES), as well-designed and implemented MISMES 
can increase the benefits of migration and decrease its 
costs for migrants, which can lead to triple-win scenario.  

COLLABORATING WITH THE COMMISSION
 The conference was opened by three directorates of 
the European Commission: Employment and Social 
Inclusion (DG EMPL); European Neighbourhood Policy 
and Enlargement Negotiations (NEAR); and Migration and 
Home Affairs (HOME). DG EMPL Director Detlef Eckert 
introduced the forthcoming European Agenda for Skills 
and highlighted the importance of identifying the labour 
and skills needs in Europe. He emphasized the potential 
role of migrants workers in the European labour market 

and importance of skills recognition (including formal and 
non-formal skills). In particular, there is a need for to speed 
up recognition processes, and there is an opportunity to 
use digital tools to facilitate recognition of skills across 
borders. 

DG NEAR Director Simon Mordue underlined that 
migration and mobility are one of the key areas for 
cooperation between the EU and its neighbours. Currently 
the EU is revising its European Neighbourhood Strategy, 
which will create new initiatives and opportunities. Given 
how economic inequalities, regional disparities and lack 
of job prospects lead to emigration, the EU is ready to 
support its neighbours in tackling the root causes of 
migration and their developmental challenges. 

Finally, Jeppe Winkel from DG HOME emphasised the 
topical importance of the conference given the recent 
refugee crisis and explained the key EU policy framework, 
the Global Approach to Migration and Mobility (GAMM) 
and Mobility partnerships approach with the neighbours. 
He also mentioned the main points of New European 
Agenda on Migration  published in May that proposed 
many initiatives aimed at managing migration better in 
all its aspects, and the very recent EU migration package 
adopted on 9 September for a coordinated European 
response on the refugees and migration front. 

MISMES
The ETF’s study was the starting point for discussions 
(presentations of Philippe Fargues (EUI) and Ummuhan 
Bardak (ETF). The study included a global inventory 
and five in-depth studies: Armenia, Georgia, Moldova, 
Morocco and Tunisia. In total, 11 MISMES models 
were identified across four phases: pre-migration, 
during migration, post-migration and multi-dimensional, 
by reviewing over 300 projects or initiatives. After the 
presentations, Anna Kahlson (ETF) demonstrated an online 
search tool of MISMES data developed by the ETF. Using 
the tool, it  is possible to browse  projects by country, 
migration phase, MISMES models, budget, funding entity 
and implementing partners. 
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http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/index_en.htm
http://www.etf.europa.eu/webatt.nsf/0/3EEEF47F646EF388C1257EC4004C46EA/$file/31%20EUI%20Fargues_MISMES%20research%20presentation.pdf
http://www.etf.europa.eu/webatt.nsf/0/A968918F0DF0BC28C1257EC4004C4F66/$file/32%20ETF%20Bardak_MISMES%20key%20findings-conclusions.pdf
http://www.etf.europa.eu/webatt.nsf/0/A968918F0DF0BC28C1257EC4004C4F66/$file/32%20ETF%20Bardak_MISMES%20key%20findings-conclusions.pdf
http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/MISMES_global_inventory
http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/MISMES_Armenia
http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/MISMES_Georgia
http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/MISMES_Moldova
http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/MISMES_Morocco
http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/MISMES_Tunisia
http://www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/ETF_Map


Five countries, Armenia, Georgia, Moldova, Morocco and 
Tunisia, provided initial (short) reflections on the findings 
of the MISMES country studies. These reflections 
mostly touched upon the changing patterns of national 
migration policies and some of the services provided 
to migrants. Rainer Munz, senior migration expert from 
Erste Group Bank, added the potential contribution of 
MISMES particularly to the preparation of migrants before 
departure.    

Examples of measures implemented by countries 
were also presented. These included examples of 
Mobility Partnerships (MPs). The discussions focused 
on preparing potential migrants, reintegrating returnees 
and the transparency and portability of skills. Examples 
were provided by Eastern Partner countries in a session  
facilitated by Vassilis Maragos, Acting Director from DG 
NEAR. Armenia  provided an overview of services at the 
migrant resource centres, while Azerbaijan  focused on 
the overall migration structures (legislation, institutions, 
activities). Belarus talked about the training and 
employment measures provided for migrants and Georgia  
made an overview of migration services. The presentation 
from Moldova  focused on the importance of skills in the 
migration dialogue and their MP experience, while Ukraine  
gave an overview of migration policies and activities.        

Similar examples of measures implemented in Southern 
Mediterranean partner countries were presented in a 
session facilitated by Xavier Matheu de Cortada (ETF). 
Egypt’s presentation  gave an overview of migration 
policies and strategies implemented by the country, while 
Jordan  focused on the challenges faced by the large 
inflows of refugees (Palestinians, Iraqis and Syrians). 
Lebanon has also similar situation. Morocco  emphasised 
the changing directions of its migration policy and the 
importance of Sharaka project implemented under the 
Mobility Partnership. Tunisia  instead focused on some 
specific services provided to migrants.  

GOOD PRACTICES AND GLOBAL PERSPECTIVES
Good practices on partnerships for skills development and/
or skills recognition were central themes in a session that 
began with a presentation on employers’ perspectives and 
initiatives given by Frederick Muia,  of the International 
Organisation of Employers (IOE). Another good practice 
presented by Marianne Haase  was the Triple-Win project 
of Germany implemented by GIZ, and the VET Training 
project implemented under the MP by the Italian Ministry 
of Labour and Social Policies and presented by Gerardo 
Torlino . Finally Sebastian Steele and Henia Hatamzadeh  
presented the recognition procedures for foreign post-
secondary vocational education, implemented by the 
Swedish Council for Higher Education (UHR).  

Global perspectives were considered in a round table 
discussion, facilitated by Anastasia Fetsi (ETF). Special 
emphasis was given to the connection and coordination 
between migration management and the development 
cooperation agenda by international players. Interventions 
came from Camilla Hagstroem from the European 
Commission (DG DEVCO), Natalia Popova from the 
International Labour Organization (ILO), Tanja Dedovic from 

the International Organization for Migration (IOM), Borhene 
Chakroun from UNESCO and Maria Vincenza from the 
Migration Policy Institute Europe (MPI). 

The discussions demonstrated the UN’s recognition of 
migration in the post-2015 Development Agenda, the ILO’s 
initiative of fair recruitment for the low-skilled migrants, 
the IOM’s new policy document on migration governance 
and recent developments on the international recognition 
of qualifications. They also demonstrated that there is a 
common understanding and recognition at international 
level that migration and development have to be seen in 
one comprehensive agenda and that policy coherence is a 
must for maximising the development impact of migration. 
There was also agreement that a multi-stakeholder 
approach is necessary and partnership at several levels 
e.g. among receiving countries and countries of origin, 
actors at national and local level and cross-sectoral actors. 
However the implementation of actions to address 
migration in this context remains a challenge.

LOOKING AHEAD
The conference closed with a session on priorities for 
future actions. The contribution from Jean LAMBERT, 
member of the European Parliament, emphasised that 
in the face of the enormous challenges currently facing 
the EU, there is the need for bold actions from the EU 
institutions and all member states. Migration must change 
from a problem to be tackled to a well-managed resource. 
By shifting the focus towards the migrants’ skills and 
development agenda, the EU could deliver a positive 
message and initiate a ‘virtuous cycle’ for a win-win-win 
situation for all. For its part, the European Parliament will 
respond with a well-designed migration package.

This was followed by Ana-Carla Pereira (DG EMPL) who 
outlined the forthcoming European Agenda for Skills. 
With regard to the international dimension, she stressed 
the importance of transparency and visibility of skills 
and qualifications and the need for businesses and 
educators to work more closely together to ensure that 
education delivers people with the right skills. In particular 
a ‘skills audit’ approach can be used for making migrant 
skills visible, alongside other EU mobility tools, as part 
of validation of non-formal/informal learning (VNFIL) 
developments and /or national qualifications framework 
(NQF) implementations. Europass could be one possible 
way of documenting the outcome of skills audits as well 
as other portfolio tools (including e-portfolios). 
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The conference produced a number of important conclusions, such as the link between migration, 
skills development and employment; migration as part of the development agenda; the need for 
evidence-based policies and identifying good practices; the importance of migration governance and 
‘inclusive partnership’ both at national and local levels. ETF Director Madlen SERBAN summarised 
these conclusions as follows: 

 � Migration, skills development and employment are inextricably linked

Migration policies cannot be seen separately from skills development and employment policies. They are 
one and the same thing. Migration also cannot been separately from international development cooperation. 
There will be no development if there are no skills and knowledge. It is essential that skills development 
and employment are part of the migration agenda and migration is part of the development agenda. It is 
necessary to ‘lobby’ more for linking these issues in our national systems. 

 � Evidence-based policies is essential

Efficient and effective policy-making are needed to manage migration better. The starting point is assessing 
where we are and where we want to be. This is often done with those countries that have agreements, such 
as Mobility Partnerships, in place with the EU and interested member states, to find out how well policies 
and partnerships are working. MISMES identified that most of investments are not based on evidence but 
copied and pasted from other international practices. As context-related factors are essential for the success 
of these initiatives, there needs to be an accurate picture of what works and what doesn’t at national and 
regional levels.

 � Take advantage of digital tools to facilitate the recognition of migrants’ skills

Digital technologies provide many opportunities for making the recognition of qualifications and skills process 
easier, cheaper and more effective. For example, the use of online ‘skills audits’ of migrants’ qualifications 
as part of pre-departure measures could be introduced in certain sectors (demanded professions such as 
ICT), through the involvement of accredited/ recognised certifiers, mostly supported and/or created by sector 
representatives themselves. As demonstrated by MISMES, involving employers is essential in the process. 

 � Equally important are the issue of governance and the role of local authorities 

Partnerships are vital in the governance of migration and will help to make policies more effective. MISMES 
highlighted the essential role of employers’ involvement in the migration processes, which is one of few key 
success factors in any initiative of labour migration. It is also essential that employers be empowered so that 
they are better equipped to identify skills gaps and needs. It is also important to involve trade unions and 
other civil society organisations. Including diaspora means that the value that has been created abroad can be 
brought back to the country of origin. This means there needs to be ‘inclusive partnerships’ at local, national 
and international levels. 

If the skills dimension of migration is to be managed, local authorities in the countries of origin, destination 
and transit need to be involved and ready to cooperate from the beginning for full economic and social 
integration. The ETF will continue to push for better governance of vocational education and training, including 
the potential use of skills audit and digital tools to facilitate recognition of migrant skills across borders, as 
stressed by Eckert and Pereira from DG EMPL. 

 � Identifying good practices

The conference illustrated some initiatives and projects that have been successful in bringing better results in 
partnerships. To scale up projects, there needs to be a framework for action, involving stakeholders from local 
to national level. The MISMES study identified these good practices, but there is also the same need to learn 
from ‘bad’ practices as it is just as important to know what doesn’t work. 

 � Looking ahead

In November 2016, the ETF will hold an international conference on qualifications. This will be a good 
opportunity to report back on what has been achieved within Mobility Partnerships on the transparency and 
portability of skills and qualifications within partner countries.
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